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Social relevance of scientific research is high on the science policy agenda in countries all over the world. Governments use funding instruments to stimulate scientists to respond to knowledge demands of society. In 2003 the Dutch government decided to implement a consortia approach to increase the social relevance of its science system. A total of 37 research consortia were commissioned to stimulate their thematic field towards more science society collaborations. The coordination task of the consortia however went beyond the internal decision-making on the allocation of the resources (Braun 2003). 




The consortia are compared in terms of coordination activities. In the first place, we focus on the consortia as funding instruments. As has been argued by Lepori (Lepori forthcoming) funding mechanism can be regarded as coordination modes. In his characterisation of coordination modes in public funding system, Lepori describes consortia in terms of network delegation (see also Braun 2003, Braun and Benninghoff 2003). We will argue however that this concept of consortia is too narrow to describe the coordination activities of the Dutch consortia.
We will subsequently expand the notion of coordination with two important activities. In the first place, we will apply Harro van Lente’s concept of expectations (van Lente 1993) to what we call the coordination activity of agenda choice. By formulating research goals and themes, the consortia create expectations about the future of their thematic field. Our empirical findings indicate that these explicit expectations have a coordinating effect on the behaviour of individual participants (both scientists and social actors).




This paper aims to enhance our understanding of consortia as coordination instruments for social relevance and scientific excellence. Moreover, this paper raises the question whether consortia from different academic backgrounds differ in their approach to this double coordination task. To achieve this aim we performed a case study between two consortia from a different academic background, i.e. Climate Changes Spatial Planning (climate sciences) and Next Generation Infrastructure (public administration). The focus is on differences in 1) the culture of publishing, and 2) the involvement of social actors.
The cases are compared on the three coordination activities discussed above (see Theory). In the first place, they are compared on their funding structure. The question raised is whether both programmes fit Lepori’s definition of network delegation. In the second place, the programmes are compared on the activity of agenda choice. The question is whether the programmes strategically create expectations about their outcomes to converge activities of (potential) participants. Finally, we compare the formal rules and regulations of the programmes.
The information on these coordination activities was obtained by 30 semi-structured interviews. We have interviewed actors that have been involved at different levels of the programmes and at different times. In this way, we were able to reconstruct the role of the different coordination activities at different levels and over time. In the first place, we have interviewed committee members who have evaluated the programme proposals of the consortia. In the second place, we have interviewed consortia directors and government officials of the monitoring ministries. Finally, we interviewed participating scientists and social actors who collaborated in the consortia’s projects.




Full results of the study are expected early summer 2011.
The double coordination task of the Dutch consortia placed them in a potential area of tension between scientific excellence and social relevance. This study compared the approaches to this task of two Dutch consortia. The two consortia differ on two important characteristics, i.e. culture of publishing and the involvement of social actors. Our findings suggest that these differences have indeed effect on the coordination approach. 
In the first place, it seems that the emphasis on formal rules and the extensive monitoring and evaluation schemes of Climate Changes Spatial Planning are related to culture of publishing. The schemes play a role in creating trust among participating scientists that, notwithstanding the emphasis on social relevance, they will be able to publish their findings in high impact journals. These formal rules play only a minor role in Next Generation Infrastructures.
Second, there is an important difference in the expectations that are raised by the programmes. These differences seem to be related to the different role of social actors in the two thematic fields. In the case of Next Generation Infrastructures it is clear who the most important social actors are. The consortium raises expectations which are focused on this group of social actors. In the case of Climate Changes Spatial Planning the relationships between social actors and consortium are less developed. This consortium raises expectations of a more general character to be able to attract different groups of social actors.
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